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The Fate of our World:
Nature and Homo sapiens

For the past few decades, the environment has been steadily deteriorating and suffering for reasons blamed almost exclusively on humans.  The rapid growth and expansion of the population of Homo sapiens, as well as the pollution our species create are two important causes.  The fate of our environment is scary enough, but along with it comes strong evidence that because of these changes and imbalances, microbes have grown, changed, and spread as well, causing all sorts of tough diseases and vicious endemics.

One reason that new diseases have been emerging, is due to the issue of biodiversity.  The human population keeps growing, and we all need a place to live, therefore humans have taken to wiping out whole forests, clearing away the ecosystems of our world.  Deforestation and even reforestation results in an impressive decline in diversity.  What happens is the species that are able to adapt to the change in their environment dominate, while less flexible species die off.  Pathogens benefit from this, because if they have a non-diverse population, the immune responses and obstacles a host organism fends off the pathogens with are narrower and easier to adapt to.  
An example of this phenomenon was the spread of Lyme disease, prominent in the 1980’s.  Because of deforestation and alteration in forests of North America, predators such as wolves and cougars became absent, and their prey such as deer, squirrels, and chipmunks dominated.  Because of their overpopulation, the deer began to search for food in people’s yards.  Ticks which feed on deer blood were soon transferred to cats, dogs, and humans.  The tick, named Ixodes dammini was a carrier of the 
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bacterium Borrelia burgdorferi.  This bacterium caused a spread of Lyme disease all throughout the United States.

Something else which humans have aided in is global warming.  Thousands of pollutants released into our atmosphere have been destroying the ozone layer, which keeps out harmful ultraviolet rays, as well as heat.  A slight increase of the earth’s temperature does not seem like such a huge deal, until you learn about what it can actually cause, aside from the obvious melting of glaciers and disruption of the natural habitats of polar bears and penguins.  
The warming of the earth’s waters is indeed bringing to life harmful microbes.  Just a small incline in water temperature causes huge booms of algae growth, which is a wonderful home to disease causing pathogens.  Organisms ingest the algae and become very sick.  This was true for the seal plague, when massive amounts of seals were washing up on shores dead because of toxic algae.  The cholera vibrio is also able to hibernate inside algae.  Disease contaminated water is not a new issue.  As the WHO states in their protocol for water and health, “…the prevention, control, and reduction of water-related disease are important and urgent tasks…” Outbreaks of cholera have occurred in devastation because water was introduced to contaminated feces, and the microbe was spread to shrimp and shellfish, which humans then ingested.  

Something which global warming has influenced is how we use air conditioning and heating in buildings and other confined spaces.  The workplace can be an issue because of the fact that a group of people are all breathing in the same air that is being recycled and used to cool or heat the room.  They do this to save energy, but the 
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consequence could be that one person with influenza infects everyone else in the office.  Airplanes are a high risk for this.  “But virtually all aircraft built after 1985 were specifically designed to circulate air less frequently…Flight crews increasingly complained of dizziness, flu, colds, headaches, and nausea.”  (Garrett, 570).

A very real issue that is becoming bigger and bigger as the human population continues to grow in numbers like never before, is that there is a better chance for viral spread and mutation.  The smaller a population, the less virulent a pathogen will be, because it needs long-term survival in the host to be able to spread to others.  However, the greater a population, the easier it is to spread, and the microbial species can afford to be virulent to kill each host sooner.  

Laurie Garrett has reason to be concerned for the fate of our world.  I agree that the growing population of the human species is causing destruction to our natural environment, including the ozone, and that the emergence and spread of diseases is an outcome as well.  I believe that if something does not happen to change the direction we are headed in now, the world is going to be in a situation of self-destruction that we will not be able to get ourselves out of.  With massive population growth, especially in areas of much poverty, disease is going to be harder to control.

As a nursing student, I am very interested in world health because I know it will be exceptionally relevant in my life and career.  I will be someone actively working to control the spread of disease, as well as healing those suffering from disease, and even educating others about the prevention and treatment of infectious disease.  I know that things like AIDS and severe malnutrition continue to be a serious problem in almost 
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every area of the world.  Third world countries are at very high risks for episodes of disease because of their large population count and poor sanitation.  As a future professional nurse I have a significant interest in traveling to places like these and educating others as well as aiding in promoting world health.

Garrett writes about how forced alterations in the natural environment have extreme consequences on the outward appearance of the world, but especially on the microorganisms which reside in our world.  They are able to mutate and adapt to environments rather quickly and efficiently, and the bigger the population they have to infect, with the least biodiversity, the more virulent they will try and become.  Also, Garrett reminds us that certain viruses are able to live inside one species causing no harm because they have immunity to it, but contact with any other species not exposed to it before could lead to a devastating spread of a killer.  “…a spider monkey could simply breathe on a howler monkey and five weeks later the victim would die of leukemia.” (Garrett, 573).  Which implicates we need to be careful when there is exposure like that between groups.  


There are several organizations which were established to track and monitor the spread and emergence of diseases throughout the world.  One is the World Health Organization, which promotes health education and studies the spread of disease.  Another is the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which also prevents and controls disease, and offers the latest information on health issues and topics.  I believe however, that prevention of the spread of disease should start with the environmental issues Garrett brings up in chapter 16 of his book.  I am not convinced that the larger 
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portion of the population has knowledge of the health implications that things like pollution, global warming, and deforestation cause.  I believe that making a difference in the world’s health needs to start at the root of the problem.  People know that global warming and overcrowding populations affect the animals and plants we share the earth with, but most people are not informed of the nature and abilities of microbes.  Howard Bloom boasts of bacteria, “They make something no individual can even sum up or see.  They make a collective intellect capable of formulating problems, testing solutions and then, of all the amazing things, literally retooling, upgrading, and reinventing their own central string of genes—their own genome.”  Change begins with each person, and if there was more awareness of how dangerous pathogens mutate and spread in warmer climates, or dominate in large populations of people, especially in unsanitary conditions, then there may be more of a reason to make drastic changes.  
